
2017 Sport Marketing Association Conference (SMA XV) 

Boston, MA November 1-3, 2017 

  

 

The ‘Vote of Confidence’ and English Premier League Managers: Media Impact and Performance 
Outcomes 
 
James J. Harwood, Florida State University  
Charles E. Reid III, Florida State University  
Jeffrey James (Advisor), Florida State University  
Amy Kim (Advisor), Florida State University 
 
Friday, November 3, 2017 50-minute poster presentation 
8:00-8:50 AM, Washington Ballroom (including questions) 
 
The formation of the English Premier League (EPL) in 1992, driven by media conglomerate BSkyB, has 
“dramatically changed the football club-media relationship” (Cleland, 2009, p.417). This relationship altered the 
nature of communications between the ownership of clubs and the media (Cleland, 2009) and has led to increased 
media scrutiny across all aspects of the game (Green, 2002). The increase in media scrutiny has likely also been 
driven by the exponential growth in broadcast revenues received by EPL clubs. Clubs competing in the EPL have 
seen television revenues rise by over 1,600% per game between the 1992/93 – 2015/16 seasons, with clubs receiving 
a combined £3.3billion in the 2014/15 season (Deloitte, 2016). Additionally, in the 2014/15 season clubs in the 
second tier of English football, on average, generated revenues equaling approximately 15 percent of those in the 
EPL (Deloitte, 2016). Given the proportional distribution of television contract revenues, ‘smaller’ clubs of the EPL 
rely on this income; analysts estimate over 70% of the revenue for the bottom 13 EPL clubs comes from the sale of 
TV rights (Harris, 2012). The financial incentive of competing in the EPL has affected the overall strategies of some 
clubs, with many owners “sacrificing [overall] success … to prioritize Premier League survival” (KPMG, 2016, 
para.7).  
 
A primary method of ensuring a club retains its EPL status has been to change the manager, with scholars such as 
Flint, Plumley, and Wilson (2014) labelling the managerial position as one of “chronic insecurity” (p.390). This 
insecurity is accentuated by the changing club-media relationship, with the media being a prominent “actor in the 
industry” (Cleland, 2009, p.421). This change in club-media relationship has led to a unique situation whereby club 
ownership can publicly place pressure on its managers through the media through a Vote of Confidence (VoC) for 
the manager, a tactic not largely seen outside of sport. In this situation, the club-through media outlets-affirms their 
support for the manager, often stating that the manager is not under threat of being fired. 
 
Organizational leadership change is not a new phenomenon, with Tena and Forrest (2007) theorizing that changes 
in leadership are inevitable, but that there is a natural, or logical time for this change to occur. An example of natural 
change is “following an unsuccessful election campaign, [where] a political party may change their leader” (Flint et 
al., 2014, p.390). In football, one might expect this natural time to be at the end of a season. However, Dobson and 
Goddard (2011) highlight the trend for professional football clubs to change managers during the course of a 
season. As Flint et al. (2014) explain, the primary reason for a managerial change in the middle of a season stems 
from the desire to improve organizational performance.  
 
Within the sport industry, scholars have sought to examine the relationship between managerial change and 
organizational performance (c.f. Giambatista, 2004; Grusky, 1963; Rowe Cannella, Rankin, & Gorman, 2005), 
providing mixed conclusions. The impact of managerial change in the football industry has been investigated by 
scholars from one of three perspectives: (1) direct performance outcomes; (2) managerial efficacy; and (3) fiscal 
implications of managerial change. Flint et al. (2014) investigated the performance outcomes following a managerial 
change at EPL clubs over a 10-year period, concluding that “managerial changes led to an increase in points per 
match, but did not necessarily lead to an improvement in final league position” (p.390). Hope (2003) developed a 
model used to identify the point at which a manager should be sacked based upon the objective of maximizing the 
number of points achieved throughout the course of the season. The author found that the optimal strategy exists, 
with a manager having a “honeymoon period of eight games … a trapdoor set at 0.74 points per game … [and] 47% 
of the weight on the last five games” (Hope, 2003, p.1167), before a club should consider a managerial change. The 
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final approach centered on the fiscal implications of managerial change, concluding that the success of a team can be 
effected by a manager; however, the costs associated with sacking an under-performing manager may be prohibitive 
based on performance alone (Bell, Brooks, & Markham, 2013). 
 
Each of these studies centers on the internal factors (often in singularity) that can lead to a managers’ sacking. Given 
the changing club-media relationship and increased media influence, the authors seek to examine the effect of an 
external media variable, the VoC, on club performance.  Previously, the authors conducted a pilot study to establish 
a relationship between managerial tenure and a VoC. The VoC data were taken from seven media sources, both in 
print and online, based upon total readership numbers and level of EPL coverage (c.f. Slack & Shrives, 2008). The 
average tenure of managers given the VoC was compared with those who were sacked or left of their own volition 
without receiving a VoC. The authors found that over the span of three five-year time periods, the number of VoC’s 
reported by the media increased from 4 to 24, with those in receipt of a VoC seeing an increasingly shorter tenure. 
Based on the results of the pilot study, the authors concluded that a VoC is an external media variable, believed to 
impact managerial tenure.  
 
Given the decreasing average job tenure in the EPL (Tweedale, 2015), the seemingly negative impact of a VoC on 
job tenure, and the existing literature centering on performance outcomes, the authors propose to study the 
relationship between VoC, managerial change, and organizational performance (final league position). Through a 
case-study approach, managerial changes will be grouped by television broadcast contracts over a 15-year period. 
Additionally, we will include data collected on whether a particular manager has received a VoC to further segment 
the groups for analysis. In a similar manner to the pilot study, we will analyze the relationship between the VoC, 
managerial tenure, and club performance. EPL club performance data will be obtained from the Football 
Association and League Managers’ Association. Through separating sacked managers into two groups (those who 
received a VoC, and those who did not), we will analyze performance outcomes using a t-test (Andrew, Pedersen, & 
McEvoy, 2011) with points per game (after sacking) and final league position as dependent variables. Additionally, 
we will analyze the effect of the VoC on club performance through a calculation of points per match following the 
VoC, until the end of the season or until sacking. This will enable the authors to extend our statistical analysis to 
establish whether group differences exist between managerial change, club performance, and the VoC.  
 
The study holds implications for both academics and practitioners. First, with the inclusion of the external influence 
of media scrutiny (through the VoC), a more comprehensive view of managerial change can be established for 
football clubs. Second, the media impact on the managerial profession will become evident. This will enable scholars 
to further assess the level at which internal and external factors lead to managerial change and subsequent 
organizational performance. Finally, the impact of the VoC on managerial tenure and performance will become 
clearer. This will allow football clubs to develop more effective hiring and termination strategies which can positively 
impact their final position in the EPL, a factor that has significant financial implications.  
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